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METHOD AND DEVICE FOR SECURING DATA WHEN ALTERING THE STORAGE 
CONTENTS OF CONTROL UNITS 



FTET ,D OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a method and an associated device for programming data in a 
memory of a computer, where data and/or programs in a computer memory, in particular a control 
unit in a motor vehicle, are altered. In programming, an identifier that identifies correct erasing 
5 and/or programming of the memory is entered into the memory. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

German Patent Application No. 1 96 1 9 354 describes a method of operating a control unit having a 
control function and having a programmable memory device for storing control function programs 

1 0 and control function data required to execute the control function. The method described here is 

characterized in that certain automatic control data not belonging to control function programs and 
control function data is entered into the memory device at predetermined locations within the 
memory device in conjunction with entering the control function programs and control function data. 
Depending on whether the certain automatic control data is stored at the predetermined locations, 

15 the control unit is then operated. Since the automatic control data in the aforementioned document is 
not part of the control function programs and control function data actually to be stored, i.e., the 
useful data, but instead is provided as a separate bit pattern, it requires additional memory. A 
review of the automatic control data then prevents an attempt to execute useful data that is not 
properly accessible or is not stored in the memory device. The cause and/or the time of occurrence 

20 of the useful data that is not accessible or is not stored is not recorded. The proposed method is 
also used only with memory devices or parts thereof that must be erased completely before 
programming. No means is provided for simply reprogramming the data, i.e., writing over the data. 
The goal here is to perform a type of emergency control program despite programming that is 
defective in part, using only the functional data to do so. 



In addition, German Patent Application No. 196 23 145 describes a method of operating a control 
unit having a memory device programmable by a programming device, where the contents of the 
memory device are erased and written over each time, executing a section of the program for data 
processing and using data. The method described here is characterized in that at least either the 
program section for data processing or the data is made available so that it requires modification 
before being used to erase or write over old data. This modification is carried out only when it has 
been found that a jump in the program section for data processing has taken place or will or can 
take place as intended. Since the data to be entered instead of the data already entered is modified, 
a malfunction or a function failure due to an interruption or disturbance in the programming is 
unavoidable. This is all the more so since the interruption or disturbance is not noted in the memory. 
The modification in the above-mentioned document is used to simply and reliably prevent 
unintentional erasing and/or overwriting of data stored in a programmable memory device. 
However, this does not make it possible to secure the programming when this has already been 
initiated, i.e., the modification has already been carried out. Any malfunction or interruption 
occurring then results in data loss, i.e., incomplete programming and thus functioning of the control 
unit fails or becomes defective. 

For these reasons, among others, it has been found that these methods are incapable of yielding 
optimum results in ail regards. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The method and the respective device serve to secure the functionality of a control unit, for 
example, when an interruption or malfunction has occurred during erasing and/or programming. To 
do so, when an interruption or a reset occurs during erasing or programming or when the device 
otherwise becomes de-energized, this is noted in a memory device, in particular in the memory 
device to be programmed. In addition, in programming, an identifier that identifies correct erasing 
and/or programming of the memory is entered into an area of the memory that is to be erased 
and/or programmed later, in particular an area that is to be erased and/or programmed last, and this 
identifier is altered before erasing or programming the data or programs in such a way that the 
program is not executed if programming is incomplete and/or the data is not used if data entry is not 



complete. Thus, an error in programming or erasing can be corrected after a possible data 
modification. 

Advantageously, the expected identifier that identifies the completeness and accuracy of the 
5 programming is used as part of the program, in particular as part of the program identifier itself, and 
consequently does not take up any additional memory. 

Explicit deletion of data and/or programs before the erasing and/or programming that are part of the 
programming operation may be omitted to advantage because simply making the identifier 
1 0 unidentifiable is sufficient to prevent processing of the memory contents, and thus the memory 
contents need not be erased. Therefore, a memory that can be reprogrammed easily and quickly 
without first erasing it completely may also be used here. 

It is also advantageous that the time and the cause of the malfunction can be stored with a flag, for 
1 5 example, in a memory because in a special embodiment, an application, in particular a control 
cannot be executed with an emergency control program but instead only a memory or its data 
and/or programs that have been correctly entered as intended can be read out or used for control. 
Therefore, the identifier may be checked and the flag may also be analyzed. 

20 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 shows a control unit having an internal structure and an optional external programming unit. 

Figure 2 shows how a nonvolatile memory that can be used here may be divided into memory 
areas. 

25 

Figure 3 shows schematically a selection of an identifier from a data section or a program section, in 
particular from a program identifier. 

Figure 4 shows a flow chart for a method according to the present invention. 

30 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Figure 1 shows as an example a hardware arrangement for implementing the method presented 
here. It shows a computer system 100, in particular a control unit. The internal design of control unit 
100 may vary greatly. To illustrate the idea essential to the present invention, a structure having a 
microprocessor 106 is selected by way of an example. This microprocessor or computer unit 106 is 
connected to additional elements by a line system 109, in particular a bus system. The computer unit 
or microprocessor 106 may be equipped with its own memory, coprocessor, etc. Depending on the 
scope of the components and their function, i.e., depending on the components used and their 
application, the terms microprocessor chip (central processing unit), microprocessor, 
microcontroller, microcomputer, control unit (electronic control unit), computer unit, etc. may be 
used interchangeably for element 106. Various memory devices 104, 105 and 108 may be present 
in the control unit. A volatile memory 105, e.g., in the form of RAM may be used, among other 
things, as buffer storage of data and/or programs. Program routines may also be started from RAM 
105. Memory 104 is an erasable nonvolatile memory, e.g., a flash EPROM memory. A plurality of 
flash EPROMs which differ greatly with regard to erasing and/or programming may be used here. 
For example, a first type of flash EPROM 104 must be erased completely before reprogramming. 
A second type of flash EPROM 104 may be erased and/or programmed in blocks, for example. A 
third type of flash EPROM 104 may be programmed by pages, for example but no explicit erasing 
is necessary. In addition to nonvolatile memory 104, another nonvolatile memory 108 may also be 
provided. It is possible to use a nonerasable read-only memory ROM, and an erasable nonvolatile 
memory in the form of an EPROM, in particular another flash EPROM may also be used. It should 
be pointed out here again that any arrangement and use of the memory building blocks are possible, 
and the number of memory building blocks may also be reduced or increased. Only one 
programmable and/or erasable nonvolatile or refreshable memory, shown here in the form of 
element 104, is necessary to illustrate the present invention. 

Block 107 represents possible peripheral components, i.e., interface elements for connecting 
external peripherals. Additional elements and subassemblies represented, for example, by element 
110, e.g., in the form of additional peripheral assemblies, memory elements, microprocessors or 
microcontrollers may optionally be connected to bus system 109. Programming may in turn be 



performed by insertion of a data carrier in control unit 100 itself or by using data from internal 
memories such as nonerasable nonvolatile memory 108. In addition to this internal type of 
programming, however, an external programming unit 101, e.g., a second control unit or computer 
may also be provided for programming and entering data either serially over interface 1 02 or as a 
5 parallel connection over a possible bus system 103. With internal programming, a set of user 

programs and/or data may be loaded from a data memory described above such as memory 108 in 
the form of ROM into volatile memory 105 and/or into erasable nonvolatile memory 104 and 
optionally executed there. Likewise, the programs and/or data may be entered with the help of data 
carriers into a peripheral element such as a reader for data carriers such as a diskette drive or a 
10 CD-ROM drive that can be connected to a possible peripheral module 107. The same possibilities 
are of course also available for external programming unit 101. 

Figure 2 shows again in detail the erasable or programmable nonvolatile memory 104. It is divided 
into various areas 200 to 205, for example. In addition, there is a cell or a memory section 206 in 

15 memory area 205. The diagram of the memory allocation illustrated here serves only for the 

purpose of illustration because a number of different means of memory allocation are conceivable. 
One possible allocation of the areas is explained below. For example, areas 200-203 may contain 
vector tables and data, area 204 may contain a programming routine and area 205 may contain at 
least one application program. With internal programming, boot vectors with jumps to other 

20 memory areas of this memory or other memories may also be located in memory area 200, for 

example. For example, certain switching functions are embedded in area 201, enabling input and 
output coordination of the memory with microprocessor 106, for example. Area 202, for example, 
contains a start routine through which the remaining course is determined, depending on whether an 
application is to be run or programming is to take place. Area 203 is optional and may contain 

25 additional data and/or routines. For example, a program routine loaded by the startup program in 
area 202 into ROM 105, for example, where it controls the remaining programming operation is 
stored in memory area 204. The division into memory areas as proposed in Figure 2 is optional 
because when using an external programming device 101, for example, some of areas 200-205 
may be omitted. Programming of nonvolatile memory 104 usually takes place from the lower 

30 memory area to the upper, area 206 being programmed last. 



Figure 3 shows a data and/or program section, in particular a program identifier 300 in memory 
104. Program identifier 300 is located, for example, in memory area 206 of program memory area 
205, because this is programmed late in the sequence of the programming operation, preferably 
being programmed last. This program identifier 300 may be subdivided into various subsections 
5 301-304. Such a subsection 301-304 may include, for example, a predetermined number of bit 

positions or a column of a predetermined length of letters and numbers or any characters. Before or 
during the programming operation, at least one subsection, e.g., subsection 301, is selected as 
identifier K and stored for later checking. However, with data and/or programs that are already 
known or with repeating programming operations, a certain identifier may be specified in the form of 
10 a subsection. In addition, however, identifier K may also be composed of various data sections 

and/or program sections or the subsections contained therein. These subsections, which may then 
be combined to form identifier K, may be selected at very different positions in the data and/or 
programs. 

15 In a preferred embodiment, a data and/or program section that is easy to recover such as program 

identifier 300 is selected as the basis for identifier K, so the subsection(s) functioning as the identifier 
can also be recovered easily. Its precise position should also be known even after modification to 
permit checking of identifier K. 

-20 Subsection 301, which was selected as identifier K, for example, may include any six characters, 

for example. This identifier K, e.g., G47F03, i.e., subsection 301 of program identifier 300, may be 
selected on the basis of the fact that it is especially unmistakable, i.e., unambiguous. Then the 
precise position of this subsection in the data and/or programs need not be known precisely. 
However, if the position of identifier K is known precisely as first subsection 301 of program 

25 identifier 300 and if the number of characters or bits is known precisely because it is predetermined, 
then it is possible to use an identifier K which occurs more frequently in the data and/or programs 
already programmed or to be programmed. The transition in these selection conditions is fluid. It 
may be especially advantageous to preselect the last subsection to be programmed as identifier K. 
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Figure 4 shows a flow chart of how programming with safeguarding of a memory is performed as in 
the case of nonvolatile memory 104, for example, from a current program for operation of the 
control unit, in particular from a driving program with a control unit for controlling operating 
sequences of a motor vehicle. This means that when the control unit is turned on, the programming 
5 session is started, e.g., by software protocol, and the operating system is automatically changed and 
then programmed. 

The securing effect is achieved by the fact that before erasing or programming the entire memory or 
a block or a page, depending on the type of flash EPROM used, an identifier at the end of the last 

10 existing block or the last page or the last cell of the entire memory, said identifier having been 

entered previously, which identifies correct erasing and/or programming of the memory, is rendered 
invalid by a change, e.g., by being erased or reprogrammed, in particular it is rendered 

- unidentifiable, e.g., for a comparison query or a search query. Such an identifier K may be, for 

example, a code of multiple letters and numbers which is erased or written over with zeros, for 

15 example. To do so, an existing part of the data and/or programs of the program identifier is used, 
for example. Therefore, this identifier K need not be programmed separately. Only when the entire 
programming operation or the erase and reprogramming operation is concluded and identifier K has 
been entered again is the program valid again. If there is any interruption, a reset, or if the device 
otherwise becomes de-energized during erasing and/or programming, the altered identifier K is not 

20 entered again and thus the program is not valid and cannot be executed. In addition, however, this 

interruption is noted in the flash EPROM itself that is used, because identifier K is invalid, leading to 
the result that in a restart it is necessary to first inquire whether the existing program is capable of 
running. If identifier K is invalid and thus the program is incapable of running, the operating system 
may automatically be called up for programming, in particular the boot block, in a nonvolatile 

25 nonerasable memory such as memory 108 in the form of a ROM or in a nonerasable part of flash 

EPROM memory 104 itself, and then the system waits for reprogramming. Thus, an incompletely or 
incorrectly programmed flash EPROM 104 is not an obstacle that would prevent reprogramming. 



30 



The operation starts in block 400 in Figure 4. The program to be processed is determined first in 
block 401 . This selection can be made from a number of different programs and program routines. 

7 



With respect to a control unit in a motor vehicle, these may be, for example, different driving 
programs, at least one boot program, etc. This determination can be made by preselecting a 
program identifier 300 or by selecting a flag having one or more bit positions. This preselection is 
then checked in queries 402, 403 and 404. Query 404 symbolically represents the transition to 
optionally additional programs. By adding additional queries such as 404 and thus possible 
additional branches, a plurality of programs, in particular driving programs, as well as boot 
programs or program routines may thus be represented. Then in a preferred embodiment, identifier 
K and/or the respective subsection(s) may also be specified in block 401 . Identifier K may thus be 
specified for all programming operations, e.g., preselected with repeating programming operations 
or per each programming operation and thus it may be variable on the whole. In block 402 a query 
is then issued to determine whether driving program 1 has been selected by the program 
identification or the selection of flags. If this is the case, the system returns to block 405. Then a 
reset is triggered in block 405, performing the necessary initialization for driving program 1 and 
establishing the communication connection. If it is found in query 402 that driving program 1 has not 
been selected, then a check is made in query 403, for example, to determine whether there is a 
programming request. To do so, a query is issued at branching point 403 to determine whether the 
boot block or the boot program has been selected as a possible sign of subsequent programming. If 
this is not the case, additional queries, with query 404 being shown as optionally representative, 
may check on which additional possible program has been selected. If none of the programs 
available has been selected, one goes to the end of the process in block 414. Otherwise, it is 
possible to jump to additional programs starting from query 404 which is shown as representative 
for other branches. 

However, if a boot program, e.g., boot program 1 is selected in query 403, this leads to block 410 
where there is also a reset to the beginning (reset) and initialization depending on boot program 1 
and establishment of communication. In block 41 1, the session of the programming mode of the 
programming device is then started. Next in block 412 identifier K is altered, in particular rendered 
unidentifiable as part of the program, in particular as part of program identifier 300 to advantage. 
Before the change in identifier K, this and a possible flag for interruption of the programming 
operation may be analyzed. Likewise, identifier K may be selected or predetermined here 



immediately before the change in identifier K by control unit 100 or a programming unit 101 . For 
rapid erasing or programming, a change in baud rate can be implemented in block 412, switching 
from a lower normal communication bit rate to a higher erase and/or programming bit rate. Then the 
actual erasing or programming operation takes place in block 413, erasing by pages, blocks, 
5 globally or by cells and/or reprogramming, as mentioned above, depending on the memory used. At 
the end of the programming operation in block 413 and/or after an interruption, e.g., due to a 
disturbance, a reset and/or a de-energized state of control unit 100 or microprocessor 106 of the 
programming operation, the correctness of identifier K is checked in block 415. If identifier K is not 
recognized as correct, there is a renewed entry into the interrupted boot program. It is possible in a 
10 block 41 6 to provide for a flag noting the cause and the time of the interruption, for example, to be 
entered into a memory, in particular the memory to be programmed. However, if identifier K is 
identified as correct, this leads to block 414, the end of the process. This means that even after 
Z complete programming without an interruption, identifier K and/or any flag that might be present can 
1 be checked. Since identifier K is entered into an area that is programmed as late as possible, 

15 preferably last, such as memory area 206 of programming area 205 in Figure 2, a correct identifier 
K is available again only when the programming operation has been finished completely and 
correctly. 

For security reasons, identifier K and optionally the flag for an interruption may also be checked 
20 and analyzed in principle at the start of an application program, in particular a driving program for a 
motor vehicle and optionally also at the beginning of a programming routine or a boot program, i.e., 
in queries 402, 403, 404... Then it is advantageously possible to enter into an application program 
only if the correct program has been selected and in addition identifier K and/or the flag for an 
interruption has been checked and recognized as correct. If jumping to a boot program, e.g., a 
25 programming routine, i.e., if programming is to occur anyway, there is at least an indication if 
identifier K is not correct or there is a flag. If the memory programming is to be secured and 
performed cell by cell, page by page or block by block, it is also possible to determine whether the 
identifier is correct and/or whether there is a flag with all the parts of the data and/or programs not 
to be programmed. 

30 
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Before the start of an erasing or programming operation, i.e., in block 412 in this example, this 
identifier K is altered, in particular it is rendered unidentifiable. The expected identifier K is 
advantageously part of the program itself. If no boot program is selected in block 401 but instead a 
driving program, for example, is selected, i.e., an application program, this is recognized in queries 
402, 403, 404 and optionally following queries. In the case of driving program 1, query 402 then 
leads to block 405 where the above-mentioned operations are carried out. Then following the 
functions of processing in the application program, for example, query 406 determines whether or 
not a programming session is to be started. If this is not the case, it goes to block 408 where the 
selected program which is already in a memory, in particular nonvolatile memory 104, is processed, 
arriving at the end at block 414 again, the end of the process. However, if query 406 reveals that 
the operator wishes to perform programming within the application program, in particular driving 
program 1, this leads to block 407. Depending on certain conditions, the programming mode 
session is then started in block 407. These conditions include, for example, the engine not running, 
e.g., in conjunction with a default mode, consent that the syntax is in order, in particular when a 
baud rate switch is requested, etc. These conditions can also be queried in block 41 1. Depending 
on maintenance of the conditions, different error messages are issued in detail. If these conditions 
for the programming mode are met, the source and target address are saved in another memory or 
memory area and a software reset is initiated. At this point a code may also be set, indicating that 
programming of the nonvolatile memory, in particular flash memory 104, is to be performed. If a 
software reset occurs then, initialization is performed after the reset and the code entered for flash 
programming is checked. If this code is correct, it may also be altered in a controlled manner, for 
example, in order to be identified again later on the basis of this action. This may be accomplished, 
for example, by shifting the code to the right by one bit. However, other measures are also 
conceivable. 

Next, there is a function call for establishing communication in block 409. Then the communication 
regarding the boot program is established in block 409. To do so, this must not already be present 
and the code that has been altered in a controlled manner must be recognized. Then initialization 
takes place in block 409 as it does at the start of communication in the boot program or in the boot 
block in block 410. The interface is likewise initialized at a normal communication transfer rate, the 

10 



transmission is set, communication is activated, etc. Likewise, when communication is established, 
flag, for example, is set for the baud rate switch, so that immediately after sending a positive 
response in the course of communication, the transmission rate or baud rate in block 412 can be 
switched again. Likewise, the programming mode session is activated here. After a positive 
response in the wake of the communication connection, this is entered into a buffer and the 
transmission process begins. Then the system goes to block 412 and the remaining course in the 
boot program begins again with a baud rate change. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS : 



1 . A method of erasing and/or programming data and/or programs in a memory arrangement 
of a computer, comprising the steps of: 

providing an identifier into an area of the memory arrangement that is to be erased and/or 
programmed, the identifier identifying a correct erasing and/or programming of the memory 
arrangement; and 

altering the identifier in the memory arrangement before erasing and/or programming the 
data and/or the programs. 

2. The method according to Claim 1 , wherein the computer is a control unit in a motor vehicle. 

3. The method according to Claim 1, wherein the altering step includes the substep of: 
altering the identifier by erasing and/or programming. 

4. The method according to Claim 1 , further comprising the step of: 

entering the identifier into a further area of the memory arrangement, the further area being 
erased and/or programmed only after erasing and/or programming of the area. 

5. The method according to Claim 4, wherein the further area is to be erased and/or 
programmed last. 

6. The method according to Claim 1, wherein the identifier is at least one of a component of 
the data and a component of the programs. 

7. The method according to Claim 1, further comprising the step of: 

altering the identifier by erasing and/or programming so that the identifier is unidentifiable. 

8. The method according to Claim 1, wherein the identifier is a section of a program identifier 
which identifies the respective data and/or the programs. 

12 



9. The method according to Claim 1, further comprising the step of: 

checking the identifier after at least one of (a) an interruption in erasing and/or programming 
and (b) erasing and/or programming the memory arrangement. 

10. The method according to Claim 9, further comprising the step of: 
storing the interruption with a flag in the memory arrangement. 

1 1 . The method according to Claim 1 0, further comprising the steps of: 

checking at least one of the identifier and the flag before erasing and/or programming; and 
analyzing at least one of the identifier and the flag before erasing and/or programming. 

12. A method of reprogramming data and/or programs in a memory arrangement of a 
computer, comprising the step of: 

selecting an identifier from the data and/or the programs entered into an area of the memory 
to be erased and/or programmed, the identifier identifying a correct erasing and/or programming of 
the memory arrangement. 

13. The method according to Claim 12, wherein the computer is a control unit in a motor 
vehicle. 

14. The method according to Claim 12, further comprising the step of: 

selecting the identifier from the data and/or the programs entered into a further area of the 
memory arrangement, the further area being erased and/or programmed only after erasing and/or 
programming of the area. 

15. The method according to Claim 14, wherein the further area is to be erased and/or 
programmed last. 

1 6. The method according to Claim 12, further comprising the step of: 
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altering the selected identifier in the memory arrangement before erasing and/or 
programming the data and/or the programs. 

17. The method according to Claim 16, wherein the altering step includes the substep of: 
altering the selected identifier by erasing and/or programming. 

18. The method according to Claim 12, further comprising the step of: 

selecting the identifier as at least one section of a predetermined length of the data and/or 
the programs entered into the memory arrangement. 

19. The method according to Claim 12, further comprising the step of: 

altering the identifier by erasing and/or programming so that the identifier is unidentifiable. 

20. The method according to Claim 12, wherein the identifier is a section of a program identifier 
which identifies the data and/or the programs. 

21 . The method according to Claim 12, further comprising the step of: 

checking the identifier after at least one of (a) an interruption in erasing and/or programming 
and (b) erasing and/or programming the memory arrangement. 

22. The method according to Claim 21 , further comprising the step of: 
storing the interruption with a flag in the memory arrangement. 

23. The method according to Claim 22, further comprising the steps of: 

checking at least one of the identifier and the flag before erasing and/or programming; and 
analyzing at least one of the identifier and the flag before erasing and/or programming. 

24. A device for erasing and/or programming data and/or programs in a memory arrangement 
of a computer, comprising: 
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a programming arrangement entering an identifier into an area of the memory arrangement 
to be erased and/or programmed, the identifier identifying a correct erasing and/or programming of 
the memory arrangement, the programming arrangement altering the identifier in the memory 
arrangement before erasing and/or programming the data and/or the programs. 

25. The device according to Claim 24, wherein the computer is a control unit in a motor vehicle. 

26. The device according to Claim 24, wherein the identifier is altered by erasing and/or 
programming. 

27. A device, comprising: 

a reprogramming arrangement reprogramming data and/or programs in a memory 
arrangement of a computer, the reprogramming arrangement selecting an identifier from the data 
and/or the programs entered into an area of the memory arrangement to be erased and/or 
programmed, the identifier identifying a correct erasing and/or programming of the memory 
arrangement. 

28. The device according to Claim 27, wherein the computer is a control unit in a motor vehicle. 
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ABSTRACT 



Methods of securing the erasing and/or programming or reprogramming of data and/or programs in 
a memory of a computer, in particular a control unit in a motor vehicle, are described. In 

5 programming, either an identifier that identifies correct erasing and/or programming of memory is 
entered into an area of memory that is to be erased and/or programmed or it is selected from the 
data and/or programs already entered, in particular from a program identifier in the form of a section 
from it. In addition, the identifier is altered in memory before erasing and/or programming the data 
and/or programs, in particular by erasing and/or programming, so that the respective memory 

1 0 contents are not used in the event of an interruption in the programming operation and thus in the 
event of defective programming. 
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